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Abstract

In this era of rapid changes, industries must be flexible and responsive
to survive in the market. Achieving this flexibility and responsiveness
requires learning from the environment, alongside fostering
innovation, creativity, and possibly launching new products. Different
learning strategies lead to varying outcomes; thus, this research
explores the effects of learning strategies on innovation, creativity,
and the performance of new products in small firms.

Introduction

The experience of the 2008 economic crisis in Europe demonstrated
that firms' intangible assets, such as employee skills, experience, and
knowledge, played a critical role in preventing bankruptcy. This
realization led companies to recognize assets such as personnel
abilities in learning, creativity, innovation, and the integration of
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practical knowledge as key sources of competitive advantage.
Research has shown that small firms, in addition to their positive
impact on economic growth, outperform larger firms in terms of
adaptability and creativity. The service portal of the Organization for
Iran Small Industries and Industrial Towns reported over 50,000
active small firms by the end of June 2022, underscoring their
significance in the country's economy. However, the high failure rate
of new products and the limited resources available to small firms
make the success of new product development a critical issue.

Methodology

This research is correlational, using structural equation modeling
(SEM) techniques due to their flexibility, ability to recognize and
control measurement errors, and their capacity to investigate complex
relationships between dependent and independent variables (Chin, W,
W., 1998). SEM examines models in two aspects: measurement and
structure. The measurement aspect assesses the validity and reliability
of the research tools, while the structural aspect tests the research
hypotheses and relationships between latent variables (Vinzi, V.E., et
al., 2010). In this study, partial least squares (PLS) techniques, a
second-generation structural equation modeling method, were used.
PLS is known for being a robust form of SEM (Vinzi, E., et al., 2010).
This research is a correlational survey by methodology and applied by
purpose. Additionally, since the research examines data from a
specific time period, it is classified as cross-sectional. The target
population consists of managers from small industrial firms in the
Paytakht industrial town, affiliated with the Organization of Iranian
Small Industries and Industrial Towns, with an estimated population
of 2,500 individuals.

Findings

The study investigates how learning strategies impact the creativity,
innovation, and new product performance of small firms. Structural
equation modelling and the partial least squares approach were used to
explore the relationships between these variables. Data collected from
473 firms in the Paytakht industrial town indicated that explorative
learning strategies have positive and significant effects on both
improvisational and combinational innovations, and indirectly affect
creativity and new product performance. Exploitative learning
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strategies, however, only influence improvisational creativity.
Furthermore, improvisational creativity  significantly  affects
combinational innovation. Both types of innovation positively and
significantly impact creativity and new product performance.

Discussion

The findings highlight that innovation, creativity, and new products
are essential for keeping small firms flexible, competitive, and
responsive to market demands. Given their limited resources, it is
crucial for small firms to apply the insights from this research and
choose learning strategies that best suit their goals and circumstances.

Conclusions

The results of this study highlight the importance of continuous
learning in organizations, particularly for fostering creativity,
innovation, and product development. In addition to leveraging
technology and internal research and development (R&D), companies
need to adopt learning strategies that are ongoing and dynamic. While
previous studies, such as Hernandez-Espalardo et al. (2011), identified
the positive impact of learning strategies on organizational
performance, this study extends the scope by exploring the effects of
these strategies on creativity and innovation in product development.
Notably, past research, like Han et al.'s (2015) work, primarily
focused on individual-level learning, while this study investigates
learning at the organizational level, which is crucial for understanding
the broader implications of learning strategies within firms.

Previous research, such as Siren et al. (2012), has presented
mixed outcomes on learning strategy effectiveness. However, the
present study clearly delineates the relationships between exploitative
and explorative learning strategies, as well as the connection between
improvisational and combinational creativity, and their impacts on
innovation and new product performance. Unlike previous studies,
such as Lavier et al. (2010) and Shield et al. (2005), which did not
fully address these connections, this study demonstrates that
combinational creativity is an outcome of improvisational creativity.
Based on this insight, it can be suggested that improvised ideas,
processes, products, and services can evolve into structured and
directed activities that enhance the operational level of small firms.
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To compete effectively for resources and remain relevant in the
market, firms need to balance learning strategies, as indicated by
Crossan et al. (1999). Researchers, including Gupta et al. (2006),
emphasize the necessity of maintaining both explorative and
exploitative strategies for organizations to achieve sustained market
presence. These dual learning strategies are critical for companies to
secure sustainable competitive advantage and achieve both short-term
success and long-term viability. A dynamic balance between these
strategies is essential, as demonstrated in this study.

For example, a company may initially use an exploitative learning
strategy to optimize its current technology. However, if external
technological advancements surpass the company’s existing
technology, the firm would need to shift its R&D efforts towards an
explorative learning strategy to adopt and integrate new technologies.
Once the new technology is integrated, the firm will again focus on
exploitative learning to optimize the newly acquired technology. This
iterative process underscores the need for companies to continuously
balance between exploration and exploitation to remain competitive in
a rapidly evolving market.

Keywords: Learning Strategies, Creativity, Innovation, New Product
Performance, Small Industrial Firms.
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